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Brio and belly laughs
This jolly Verdi 
staging is a 
terrific way 
to spend a 
summer night, 
says Richard 
Morrison

Opera
Falstaff
Garsington 
at Wormsley
{{{{{

I
f Verdi’s great Shakespearean farce
is well sung and well conducted in
a production that fizzes with 
exuberance, there’s no better way
to spend a summer’s evening. And

Garsington has pulled out all the stops 
for this show. The Philharmonia 
Orchestra is in electrifying form under 
Richard Farnes, a musician alive to 
every comic twist and turn in Verdi’s 
score. Why one of Britain’s finest 
opera conductors is working in a field 
near High Wycombe rather than in 
the world’s great theatres is mystifying, 
but their loss is Garsington’s gain. You 
will rarely hear the intricate ensembles 
delivered with such rapport, nor the 
drama paced so effectively, nor 
orchestral detail spring out so vividly.

If the band sometimes overwhelms
the singers, so what? The latter still 
seem to be loving their work. So they 
should. Bruno Ravella’s staging and 
Giles Cadle’s designs must be as much 
fun to inhabit as to watch. The 
location is still Windsor, but updated 
to what you might call surreal 
Edwardian. Backcloths of river and 
castle give way in Act II to the railway 
station, with a cut-out locomotive 
puffing smoke as it crosses the stage, 
then to a forest evoked with large 
painted acorns, the captive Falstaff 

serving as a human maypole. And the 
women are ardent suffragettes and 
temperance campaigners, brandishing 
banners with stern injunctions such as 
“Lips that touch liquor shall not touch 
ours”. That gives extra piquancy to 
their battle with the drunken lecher. 

In the title role Henry Waddington
may lack the odd top note, but 
he projects an acute portrayal of 
self-delusion. Slurping beers, this 
man-mountain Falstaff sprawls next 
to a portrait of himself in his younger 
days, arrayed in the tartan of a 
Scottish regiment. Pathos turns to 
hilarity, however, when he tries to 
reverse the ravages of time by wearing 
the same uniform — expanded to 
giant proportions — to go courting. 

Just as compelling, especially when
raging at his wife’s supposed infidelity, 
is Richard Burkhard’s Ford. The 
women — Mary Dunleavy’s cheery 
Alice, Victoria Simmonds’s perpetually 
affronted Meg and Yvonne Howard’s 
battleaxe Mistress Quickly — are 
nicely contrasted, and Soraya Mafi 
floats beautiful top notes as Nannetta. 
With Colin Judson and Adrian 
Thompson offering idiosyncratic 
cameos, this is an ensemble that seems 
to have been together for years.
Box office: 01865 361636 to July 22
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Mary Dunleavy 
as Alice Ford and 
Henry Waddington 
as John Falstaff 


